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TRANSPORTATION 
PART I11 

BY JOHN THOM HOLDSWORTH 
Professor of commercial Geography, Drexel Institute, Philadelphia 

THE RAILROAD ERA 

HE third great period in the history of American transportation 
is the railroad era. Extending from about 1830 to the present 
this period has witnessed one of the most striking develop- 

ments in  the entire history of industry. Though i t  covers but the 
span of a human lifetime, yet it has marked the working out on 
this continent of industrial and commercial achievement more 
signal; more far-reaching than that  of any similar period in modern 
times. In  these seventy years the country has grown from a few 
scattered states with a total population of twelve million and an 
annual commerce of $-l34,000,000 to  an empire whose 80,000.000 
people have spread over the entire land, pushing the railway ahead 

T 

FIG. 14. The Conestoga wagon, the predecessor of the freight car in the 
Middle Atlantic States 

of them or dragging i t  after them, and exploiting its every resource, 
animal, vegetable, and mineral, until to-day the foreign commerce 
totals the amazing sum of $2,500,000,000, and the domestic trade 
almost fifteen times as much. In  this great evolution no single influ- 
ence or agency has contributed so much as the railway. 

An English observer writing of our transportation says: “It 
has been a magician’s wand, calling towns into existence on the naked 
prairie, raising towns into cities and cities into world-famous hives 
of wealth and industry. It has conjured up fortunes out of nothing 
and multiplied values ten, twenty, aye, often a hundredfold. 

The cuts and maps for this article have been used by permission of D. Appleton 
& Co., New York, from American Railway Transportation by Emory R. Johnson. 
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Millions of well-fed, well-paid laborers enjoy its blessings without 
ever thinking to what they owe them. The busy factories of New 
England and the mammoth stores of Chicago have sprung from i t  
as directly as the silver mines of Colorado or Nevada. The wealth- 
creating po.wer of North America is to a very large extent the product 
of its wealth-distributing facilities. But  for the capacity of the 
railways to carry wheat from the Missouri River to  the Atlantic 
coast for a few cents per bushel there would have been no wheat 
farms west of Chicago, and many of the richest agricultural states 
in the Union might still have been in possession of the buffalo and 
the red Indian.” “The railway is the best measuring-stick With 
which t o  mark the industrial advance of the American people.”* The 
writer quoted above says further: “Not only did American railroads 
open up the country and lay the foundations of a prosperous agri- 
culture, but they created directly or indirectly most of its staple 
industries. They furnished the best market for domestic iron and 
steel. They supplied cheap fuel to  every industrial center. They 
were the principal importers of forejgn labor and capital. They 
provided the materials for a distinctively American stock market, 
out of which grew in its turn an American system of finance. For 
years the history of the railroads was the history of the country.” 

The influence of the railway in the development of our vast grain 
fields, cotton plantations, slaughtering, mining, quarrying, and lum- 
bering industries-in that  great territorial division of industry which 
has given this country first place among the industrial nations of 
the world-may be traced most satisfactorily, perhaps, by noting the 
stages in our railway growth. 

The hist.ory of American railroads may be divided, roughly, into 
four periods: 

1. Construction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .1830-1850 
2. Consolidation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .1850-1870 
3. Combination . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .1870-1896 
4. Merger or community of interest..  .1896- 

THE CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 

The tram road was the immediate predecessor of the railroad in 
this country. The first of these, opened in 1826, was used for haul- 
ing stone for the Bunker Hill Monument from the Quincy granite 
quarries t o  a wharf on the Neponset River. The Mauch Chunk 

* Lawson, American Industrial Problems. 
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tramway, opened in 1827, was intended for the transportation of coal. 
In 1828 the Delaware & Hudson Canal Company opened the Car- 
bondale & Honesdale tramway connecting their coal mines with the 
D. & H. Canal. The first locomotiveseen in America was imported 
for use on this road. 

The first full-fledged railroad was the Baltimore & Ohio, a sec- 
tion of which, fifteen i d e s  long, was opened in 1830. At first, horse 
power and even sails were used, but in 1831 the company purchased 
an American locomotive for its road. The system was slowly extended 
until in 1835 it boasted a total length of 135 miles. By 1834, how- 
ever, the Charleston & Hamburg, a South Carolina road chartered 
in 1829, had 137 miles in operation, and for a short time enjoyed 
the distinction of being the longest line in the world under one man- 

FIG. 15. The stage-coach, generally used for Passenger travel before the introduction 
of the railroad 

agement. Pennsylvania had by 1835 about 200 miles of railroad, 
mostly coal roads; New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts about 
100 miles each, and Virginia a few short lines. In  1836 a line, sub- 
sequently to become a part of the powerful New York Central, was 
opened between Albany and Utica, and six years later Buffalo was 
reached. Meantime lines had been extended from Boston and 
New York to  Albany, so that railway communication was effected 
between the Great Lakes and the seaboard. As early as 1834 the 
western end of the Cainden & Amboy road was opened, and in 1837 
regular communication between New York and Philadelphia was 
established. I n  the same year Philadelphia and Baltimore were 
connected by the Philadelphia, Wilmington & Baltimore. The 
Philadelphia & Reading, built chiefly as a coal road, was completed 
in 1838.. Philadelphia was connected with Columbia in 1834 by the 
Columbia road, the first division of what is now the great Pennsyl- 
vania Railroad System. 
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New England was especially act.ive in railway building during 
this period. By 1835 three lines radiated from Boston; one to Provi- 
dence, another to Lowell, and a third to Worcester. The whole line 
from Boston to Albany was completed in 1842, and constituted the 
first important through route in the country. Writing of ra.ilroad 
construction in this period, Hadley says: “If we look a t  the railroad 
map of the United States in 1850 we find that  the New England 
system has developed its main outlines; that  the Middle and South 
Atlantic States have seized the idea of their lines of development, 
but have not as yet carried it out, while the States of the Mississippi 
Valley are just making their first experiments in railroad construction. 
I n  Ohio, part of the Cincinnati, Sandusky & Cleveland had been 
built about 1837. It was 
not until 1848 that  through rail communication, by any route what- 
ever, was secured from Cincinnati to the Lakes.” * 

The railroads of this period, then, were for the most part local 
affairs, carried on without any system. Each locality operated its 
own road. Geographically i t  may be noted that  the railways con- 
structed in the first ten years radiated from the leading seaports, 
Philadelphia, New York, Boston-Philadelphia leading as a terminal 
city. As shown by the accompanying table, railway mileage increased 
from about 30 miles in 1830 to  2,818 miles in 1840, and at the end of 
this period aggregated a little over 9,000 miles. 

But i t  had for a long time stood alone. 

YEAR MILEAGE 

1830 23 
1835 1,098 
1840 2,818 
1845 4,633 
1850 9,021 
1855 18,374 
1860 30,626 
1865 35,085 
1870 52,922 
1875 74,096 
1880 93,296 
1885 128,361 
1890 166,817 
1895 181,065 
1900 194,321 

* Railroad Transportation, p. 36. 

INCREASE 

..... 
1,075 
1,720 
1,815 
4,388 

12,252 

17,837 
21,174 
19,200 
35,065 
38,456 
14,248 
13,256 

9,353 

4,459 
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THE CONSOLIDATION PERIOD 

The financial panic of 1837 gave a severe shock to railway enter- 
prise and there was, consequently, a marked falling off in  the annual 
mileage increase down to 1848. But in  that  year the discovery of 
gold in California awakened a new interest in railway construction 
throughout the country. During this period, too, the South and the 
Middle West developed rapidly, thereby creating a demand for 
extended and improved facilities for transportation. Railways 
shared in the marked prosperity of the first decade of this period. 

“The year 1850 marks the beginning of a rapid welding of short 
connecting railroads into long lines under a single ownership.” Dur- 

MAP V. Railroads in the United States in 1850 

ing this period many new lines were built, especially into the new 
West, and the demand for uninterrupted travel and shipment resulted 
in the coalition or consolidation of local lines into through routes. 

Chief among these through lines were the following: 
1851-Erie Railroad reached Lake Erie. 
1S52-Michigan Central and Michigan Southern lines opened, 

1854-Chicago & Rock Island pushed through to the Mississippi. 
1855-Chicago & Galena, the nucleus of the Great North-Western 

system, opened, followed by the Chicago &. Alton, the Chicago, Bur- 
lington &. Quincy, and the Illinois Central. 

connecting Chicago with the East. 

2 
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1858-The Hannibal & St. Joseph reached the Missouri River. 
At about t.he same time the Pennsylvania Railroad got through 

connection with, Chicago by the extension of the Pittsburg, Fort 
Wayne & Chicago. 

This rapid extension of railroads into new and sparsely settled 
regions was greatly stimulated by the policy of land grants. Vast 
areas of public lands were freely granted by State and National 
governments to  induce corporations to  undertake railway construc- 
tion. This policy was followed for nearly thirty years, and was 
responsible for the construction of many lines in the West earlier 
and more rapidly than otherwise would have been the case. State 
aid to  the railroads took various forms. Some made large grants of 
lands received from the National Government; some gave bonuses 
of cash or securities. A few states undertook the construction of 
railways as a state enterprise. Most often, however, assistance was 
given through the large purchase of railway stock. 

The National Government was even more generous in its aid to 
railway building. I n  1850 the first large grant of land from the 
public domain was made, the Illinois Central being the recipient. 
The railway corporation was given the right of way, 200 feet wide, 
and also alternate sections of land six miles back on each side of the 
road. During the next few years similar grants were made to com- 
panies in Missouri, Arkansas, Wisconsin, Iowa, Florida, Mississippi, 
and other states. “Eight million acres were granted under Fillmore, 
nineteen under Pierce.”” After the Civil War, economic and military 
reasons alike called for a railroad to  the Pacific. In 1562 Congress 
incorporated the Union Pacific Railroad, granting it and allied com- 
panies a money subsidy of $30,000,000 and land grants aggregating 
more than 30,000,000 acres, an area greater than the entire state of 
Pennsylvania. Congress made grants t o  over twenty companies 
during the next ten years. The Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe 
received 3,000,000 acres in 1863, and a little later the Atlantic & 
Pacific received a grant of 42,000,000 acres. An almost equal grant 
was made to  the Northern Pacific, and large grants to the Texas & 
Pacific and the Southern Pacific. Up to  1571 these grants from the 
public domain amounted to about 150,000,000 acres. Parts of these 
lands have reverted to  the United States through the failure of the 
companies to  comply with the conditions of the grant. Professor 
Johnson, summing up the policy of land grants, says: “Unquestion- 

* Hadley, p. 37. 
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ably the United States was more liberal than i t  need have been, and 
i f  the public had chosen to  wait twenty years the railroads in  the 
Central West and between the Mississippi Valley and the Pacific 
Ocean would have been constructed by private capital. The liberal 
donations of public land caused the railroads in that  section of the 
country to  be built earlier than they would otherwise have been con- 
structed, the West was settled up more quickly, and the Government 
has been able tso dispose of many parts of the domain it did not give 
away a t  an earlier date, and possibly more advantageously than they 
could have been sold had none of the land been given to  the railroad 
corporations. ”* Thus rapidly railroads were developed in the upper 

Mississippi Valley, particularly in the five years following 1868. 
The crisis of 1873 checked railway expansion everywhere, but with 
the revival of business the Southwest and Rocky Mountain regions 
experienced a similar development. The increase in four years of 
the mileage in the southwestern states was 168 per cent as compared 
with an  increase of only 24 per cent east of the Mississippi. 

While these transcontinental routes, backed by land grants, sub- 
sidies. and local subscriptions, were being pushed across the plains 
and over the mountains, the earlier roads of the East were slowly 
being shaped by consolidation into a few great trunk lines. This 

* American Railway Transportation, p. 318. 
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process of welding short, local roads into through lines had become an 
economic necessity. As through traffic, and particularly the through 
grain trade, steadily increased, the expense and delay of frequent 
transshipments made consolidation imperative. The first consoli- 
dation of importance was in 18Fj3, when eleven different roads between 
Albany and Buffalo were united to  form the New York Central. 
Gradually the system thus formed acquired control of numerous 
branch lines. I n  1869 Cornelius Vanderbilt, who had foreseen the 
great future of this road and had become its dominating genius, 
consolidated the Hudson River Road and the New York Central, and 
soon afterward gained control of the Lake Shore & Michigan South- 
ern, the Michigan Central, the Canada Southern, and other roads, 
thus uniting under one management over 4,000 miles of railroad 
between New York and Chicago. 

The nucleus of the present Pennsylvania System was made by 
similar consolidations carried out largely by Thomas A. Scott, who 
became vice-president of the road in 1860 and president in 1874. 
During the twenty years of his execut,ive service the system was 
extended westward to Cincinnati, Chicago, and St. Louis, northward 
t o  Lake Ontario, eastward through New Jersey, and southward to  
Baltimore. By the absorption of other lines i t  gained control of 
over 7,000 miles of railroad, comprising properties formerly owned 
by over 200 companies. 

By 1874 a third great trunk line, the Baltimore & Ohio, under 
the skillful management of John W. Garrett, had been extended 
to  Chicago. Two more trunk lines, parallel to these, soon followed: 
the Grand Trunk on the north, and the Erie, which Vanderbilt had 
sought in vain to  bring into his system. Thus by 1874 there were 
five great trunk systems actively competing for the growing business 
between the Nssissippi Valley and the Atlantic ports. 

Toward the end of this period great rival systems were developed 
west of Chjcago and St. Louis. These systems. instead of running 
parallel like the great trunk lines of the East, radiate from common 
centers, reaching out in all directions for the grain and other produce 
to  be brought in to  the primary markets. Thus from Chicago radiate 
the St. Paul, the North-Western, the Rock Island, the Chicago, Bur- 
lington & Quincy, the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe, the Chicago 
& Alton, and the Illinois Central. The railway net about St. Louis 
shows a similar radiation. 

( T o  be continued.) 
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